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"The Universal Basic Income is the best solution to handle the large 
scale displacement of labour due to automation in the coming years."  
Do you agree? 
 
SB Ekhad’s The Flamboyant Partridge had been on the bestselling list last year. 
Eager to meet the writer at the Oxford Literary Festival, his fans were shocked 
to discover that their revered author was “a stack of computer hardware fronted 
by a screen that flickered on to reveal a human-like avatar face.” SB Ekhad was, 
in fact, 3B1, an AI machine created by the University of Oxford’s Mathematical 
Institute.1 This incident embodies the automation that threatens to replace 
human jobs. With the cost of implementation shrinking and robot-to-workers 
ratio skyrocketing, the effects of automation on our economy and society are 
more palpable than ever. According to an Oxford University study, 47% of jobs 
could be fully executed by machines “over the next decade or two.2” Across all 
industries, the risk posed by automation on the workforce is of great concern, 
with more severe impacts on manufacturing-focused developing countries like 
China, where 77% of jobs are forecasted to be replaced by automation.3 
 
 
 
1 Sautoy, Marcus du. “Could AI Replace Human Writers?” Financial Times, Nikkei Inc., 22 
Mar. 2019, www.ft.com/content/5fc7fc52-4720-11e9-b83b-0c525dad548f. 
2 Frey, Carl Benedikt, and Michael A. Osborne. “The Future of Employment: How 
Susceptible Are Jobs to Computerisation?” Oxford University Engineering Sciences 
Department, University of Oxford, 17 Sept. 2013, 
www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf. 
3 “Technology at Work v2.0.” Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford, 3 Jan. 2016, 
www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/reports/Citi_GPS_Technology_Work_2.pdf.. 
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In response to the threat of mass displacement of labour due to automation, 
economists, politicians, and even the business community have come to see 
Universal Basic Income (UBI) as the panacea. UBI “experiments” have been 
implemented in Finland, Canada, California and even become official political 
platforms for everyone from the UK’s Green Party to US Presidential Candidate 
Andrew Yang, who argue that UBI would encourage unemployed people to find 
work, create savings, and boost economic growth.4 It is also endorsed by many 
tech giants, notably Mark Zuckerberg and Richard Branson, who hope UBI 
would “encourage creativity and innovation.”5 However, the failure of similar 
programs - from the 1960s US Negative Tax Program to Finnish Kela’s Basic 
Income Experiment - raises serious concerns about UBI not as a pragmatic but 
rather a harmful response to the situation.  
 
Most recently, Finland’s Kela’s Basic Income Experiment allocated €560 per 
month unconditionally to five thousand unemployed citizens between the ages of 
25 and 58, with initial expectation of “promot[ing] active participation and 
giv[ing] people a stronger incentive to work” in response to the changing nature 
of work due to automation. 6 However, the two-year experiment ended this year 
with its preliminary results showing “no effects on employment.”7 Compared to 
non-recipients, the treatment group receiving benefits from Kela showed little 
improvements, with the total number of employment days 0.39 longer and self-
employment incomes €21 lower than those of the control group.8 This attests to 
the failure of one of the most prominent UBI programs. 
 
 
4 “What Is Universal Basic Income?” Andrew Yang for President 2020, Friends Of Andrew 
Yang, 28 Dec. 2017, www.yang2020.com/blog/ubi_faqs/benefits-universal-basic-income/. 
5 Clifford, Catherine. “Mark Zuckerberg Supports Universal Basic Income, like He Saw in 
Alaska.” CNBC Make It, CNBC LLC., 5 July 2017, www.cnbc.com/2017/07/05/mark-
zuckerberg-supports-universal-basic-income-like-he-saw-in-alaska.html. 
6 “Objectives and Implementation of the Basic Income Experiment.” Kela, Kansaneläkelaitos 
- The Social Insurance Institution of Finland, 17 Dec. 2018, www.kela.fi/web/en/basic-
income-objectives-and-implementation. 
7 “Preliminary Results of the Basic Income Experiment: Self-Perceived Wellbeing Improved, 
during the First Year No Effects on Employment.” Kela, Kela and the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Health, 8 Feb. 2019, www.kela.fi/web/en/basic-income-experiment. 
8 “The Basic Income Experiment 2017–2018 in Finland: Preliminary Results.” Edited by Olli 
Kangas et al., Reports and Memorandums of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 
2019:9, The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 8 Feb. 2019, 
www.julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/161361/Report_The Basic Income 
Experiment 20172018 in Finland.pdf. 
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From a historical standpoint, UBI or comparable policies dis-incentivised the 
unemployed population from seeking work. For example, from 1968 to 1980, the 
United States introduced four experiments of negative income tax (NIT) on 
thousands of people in six states. NIT allowed people earning below a designated 
threshold received a supplemental paycheck from the government instead of 
paying taxes. In a way, NIT is a tax-deductible, exclusive UBI for the poor. 
However, the results of NIT experiments in the US show that compared to those 
not in the program, desired working hours decreased between 5% to 7.9% for 
men and between 17% to 21.1% for married women with children.9 Noticeably, 
incentive to work “among single men fell some 43% below non-recipients.”10 The 
failure of the NIT program, analogous to UBI, raises serious concerns around the 
beneficiaries’ incentive to work and the resulting long-term consequences for the 
economy. Since UBI derives its resources from taxpayers’ money, when the 
incentive to work declines, those who do work will have to pay the bill for those 
who do not, which in turn encourages more people not to work, thereby stifling 
the possibility “creativity and innovation” as expected by UBI advocates. In the 
 
9 Shaefer, H. Luke, et al. “Expanding the Discourse on Antipoverty Policy: Reconsidering a 
Negative Income Tax.” Journal of Poverty, vol. 19, no. 2, Nov. 2015, pp. 218–238., 
doi:10.1080/10875549.2014.991889. 
10 Ezrati, Milton. “Universal Basic Income: A Thoroughly Wrongheaded Idea  .” Forbes, 
Forbes Magazine, 15 Jan. 2019, www.forbes.com/sites/miltonezrati/2019/01/15/universal-
basic-income-a-thoroughly-wrongheaded-idea/#648dd82345e1. 
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long run, this will cause lower economics input and lower tax revenue to invest 
in the future, not to mention the unavoidable social tensions. Furthermore, 
providing basic incomes to the lowest earners could greatly dis-incentivise the 
least skilled and the most vulnerable victims to work, leaving less taxable 
income for the government to levy for other public functions. 
 
In addition to proving ineffective in the mitigation of unemployment, UBI comes 
at an exorbitant cost to taxpayers. Finnish failed Kela’s Basic Income Experiment 
on only 5000 people costs €20m in 2 years11 while Andrew Yang’s proposal UBI 
plan would require a hefty $2.8 trillion every year (234 million US citizen over 18 
years old12 to be provided with $12,0004 annually), more than half of the current 
$4.4 trillion US budget.13 With the already massive budget deficit of $1.1 trillion, 
the cost of UBI could only be solved by increasing American taxpayers’ burden or 
further increase its national debt. In fact, to grant a sum of $1000 a month, most 
countries on earth would have to allocate 5%-35% of their GDP.14 Because of the 
massive funding required, UBI advocates suggest higher corporate taxes as well 
as new taxes on companies’ market capitalisation, including IPOs and mergers. 
However, a study by Princeton Energy Advisors among OECD countries shows 
that “[GDP(PPP)] declines by 1.3% for each 10% points increase in the 
[corporate] tax rate.”15 Therefore, implementing a higher corporate tax to fund 
UBI is not economically efficient.  
 
 
11 “Frequently Asked Questions about the Basic Income.” Kela, Kansaneläkelaitos - The 
Social Insurance Institution of Finland, 26 Aug. 2018, www.kela.fi/web/en/basic-income-
frequently-asked-questions. 
12 Howden, Lindsay M., and Julie A. Meyer. “Age and Sex Composition: 2010.” Census 
Bureau, Census Briefs, May 2011, www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-03.pdf. 
13 “Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2019 .” An American Budget, Office 
of Management and Budget, 12 Feb. 2018, www.whitehouse.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/budget-fy2019.pdf. 
14 Zamora, Daniel. “The Case Against a Basic Income.” Translated by Jeff Bate 
Boerop, Jacobin, Jacobin Magazine, 28 Dec. 2017, 
www.jacobinmag.com/2017/12/universal-basic-income-inequality-work. 
15 Kopits, Steven. “Corporate Tax Rates and Economic Growth.” Princeton Energy Advisors, 
Princeton Energy Advisors LLC., 3 Sept. 2017, www.prienga.com/blog/2017/9/2/corporate-
tax-rates-and-economic-growth. 
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Realising the difficulty of levying more tax for UBI, many countries would choose 
to eliminate all existing means-tested welfare state programs and substitute by a 
uniform grant to all citizens, such as the Indian Government’s proposal.16 If 
governments chose this approach, the consequences would be catastrophic. 
According to a study of Compass, a UK-based think-tank, handing out $392 
(£292) monthly to every adult while eradicating existing means-tested programs 
would cause “child poverty to increase by 10%, poverty among pensioners by 4%, 
and poverty among the working population by 3%.”14 The reason for this is, 
unlike means-tested welfare programs, UBI grants a fixed amount of money to 
all citizens uniformly, regardless of economic status. Since UBI also grants 
money to the upper and middle-classes, whose marginal benefit from it is 
minimal compared to disadvantaged ones who need welfare assistance the most, 
this approach is therefore irresponsible and unfair as money could have been 
targeted at needy people at a much greater quantity as the case of existing 
means-tested programs. Even if UBI is designed as an “add-on” and all means-
tested programs persisted, which would add a massive figure to the budget, the 
results are still quite disappointing “with a modest effect on poverty:” “[f]or 
working-age people[, poverty] decreases less than 2 points (13.9% to 12%), and 
among pensioners it declines only 1 point (14.9% to 14.1%)”, according to the 
study.14 
 
From these examples, one can see that the massive expenditure on UBI is 
neither economically efficient nor socially equitable. More importantly, it does 
not address the problem of large-scale displacement due to automation. With 
 
16 Aiyar, Swaminathan S Anklesaria. “Why Universal Basic Income Is a Bad Idea.” The 
Economic Times, The Times Group, 27 Feb. 2019, 
www.m.economictimes.com/news/economy/policy/why-universal-basic-income-is-a-bad-
idea/articleshow/68175296.cms. 
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almost 50% of all jobs at risk of being automated over the next 20 years, we need 
to have a systematic transition of workers from low and mid-level into high-level 
skilled professions in developing and emerging industries like AI, robotics and 
blockchain, as well as non-tech sectors that are not easily replicated by 
machines. “It is better to teach a man how to fish than to give him a bucket of 
fish.” This requires an “automation-proof” education that truly prepares and 
adapts the labour force for fundamental changes in the workplace. As 
automation is part of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and as a similar trend 
with the previous three revolutions, the number of new jobs created would 
outweigh the ones displaced by machines. In the 1980s, when personal computer 
was introduced, concerns regarding its threat of replacing people’s work arose. 
Until 2015, the introduction of the PC has displaced 3.5 million jobs in the U.S., 
but at the same time, it has created 19.2 million new ones.17 Therefore, the 
government's education policies to ensure the future workforce’s transition into 
new emerging positions are critically crucial. This could be done via these 
approaches: 
 
Firstly, the government needs to provide more vocational training that will 
enable displaced workers to enter high-growth sectors like renewable energy, 
which is expected to add 20 million new jobs by 2030,18 or the healthcare 
industry, where 80-130 million new opportunities are available by 2030.17  
 
Secondly, as low-skilled jobs are replaced by robots, more jobs will shift to high-
level industries: “80% of the new jobs created will require a graduate-level 
education or equivalent.”19 Therefore, the government needs to encourage 
employees to continue higher education while still in employment to adapt to the 
higher skill level demanded. As historically proven, higher educational 
attainment is linked with lower levels of unemployment, for low skilled workers 
are more susceptible to becoming unemployed during economic downturns. 
 
 
17 Bughin, Jacques, et al. “Jobs Lost, Jobs Gained: Workforce Transitions in a Time of 
Automation.” McKinsey Global Institute, McKinsey & Company, 1 Dec. 2017, 
www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured insights/Future of Organizations/What the 
future of work will mean for jobs skills and wages/MGI-Jobs-Lost-Jobs-Gained-Report-
December-6-2017.ashx. 
18 Gardner, Timothy. “‘Green’ Energy Should Create 20 Million Jobs by 2030: U.N.” Edited 
by Jackie Frank and Eric Beech, Reuters, Thomson Reuters, 24 Sept. 2008, 
www.reuters.com/article/us-jobs-unbtscenes/green-energy-should-create-20-million-jobs-by-
2030-u-n-idUSTRE48N5L820080924. 
19 Talwar, Rohit, et al. “Education and Employment and the Response to 
Automation.” University World News, Higher Education Web Publishing Ltd, 20 July 2018, 
www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20180718063505798. 
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Thirdly, schools will also need to foster critical thinking, creativity, emotional 
intelligence, flexibility and cultural agility - skills that cannot be replicated by 
machines. This would require an overhaul of our education system, demanding 
considerable funding from the government. Education, after all, is a much more 
affordable investment compared to UBI. The World Bank’s WDI database 
estimates that “for every dollar the government spends on education, GDP grows 
on average by $20.”20 
 
 
  
 
20 Carmignani, Fabrizio. “Does Government Spending on Education Promote Economic 
Growth?” The Conversation, The Conversation Media Group, 3 June 2019, 
www.theconversation.com/does-government-spending-on-education-promote-economic-
growth-60229. 
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